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Bloodshed of years ago still a vivid memory 

By Mark Hanson

It happened 18 years ago, but she tells the story like it happened yesterday. The memories are like pictures, ingrained in her mind. There is no way she will ever forget.

She tells the story with such detail, not only because many of her relatives died, but also because of the way they died. Brutally.

Sonia Libertina Xinico Batzibal is a Guatemalan lawyer and human rights advocate. Her passions for law and human rights come directly from the chaos that happened 18 years ago, when her family was struck with devastation.

Batzibal told her story a number of times Monday to Spanish classes at Mandan High School and Bismarck State College.

And each visit was an emotional roller coaster; bringing tears each time she relived the nightmare. She told of the civil war that plagued Guatemala and took the life of her father and two brothers in a single night.

Batzibal was 7 years old at the time. Leaders from her village were meeting at about 10 p.m. in late April to talk about ways to protect the community and then shots rang out. Batzibal’s 13-year old brother took the kids out into a cornfield and up a mountainside to hide. When they returned to their home, it had been ransacked and they couldn’t find their parents.

They eventually found their father, who was one of 22 people shot and burned. And when townspeople built simple coffins for those who died, Batzibal’s father was too big to fit, so they smashed the bones in his legs to make him fit.

Batzibal told a sophomore Spanish class at Mandan High on Monday that she hopes no one ever has to see anything like that.

“You may ask how can I remember it so well. It’s something you can’t take out of your mind,” Batzibal said in Spanish. Mandan Spanish teacher Jeanne House translated for the class.

Batzibal and her siblings were eventually reconnected with their mother, but she sent the kids to another village with their grandmother so she could work. She died less than a year later.

Batzibal said she was saved by an angel Bismarck native Patrick Atkinson. She first met him when he worked at the CIF Foundation.

He returned to Bismarck, but through persistent letters from children, Atkinson went back to Guatemala and hasn’t left since.

Batzibal now works with Atkinson in his GOD’S CHILD Project; a program that educates abandoned or orphaned children in Guatemala.

Batzibal said she has put aside the anger she felt for many years and is working at making her country more peaceful and compassionate. Her younger brother returned to her village six years ago to investigate the murder of his father and brothers. And he found out who was responsible.

“Do you know what his reward was for finding out?” she asked the class. “His death.”

Batzibal first wanted to learn how to use a gun so she could get revenge on those responsible, but she learned it would solve nothing. 

“It’s better to forgive and have love in your heart,” she said. “There is still a lot of corruption. But someday we will have eternal peace.”

And that’s why she’s working for The GOD’S CHILD Project. It’s that work that brought her to Bismarck, delivering four boxes of newsletters from the Guatemala headquarters to the Bismarck office.

“If not for Patrick, I would be on the street with lots of children,” Batzibal said.

“I would probably have been a prostitute. There are so many miracles that have happened in this program.”
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